On 10 May 1940 German troops crossed the Dutch border. Four days later -as Willem Frijhoff extensively recounts in Chapter 2 of this volume -the centre of Rotterdam was almost completely destroyed by a massive German bombardment. The Netherlands surrendered and faced five years of occupation with a dreadful result: more than 250,000 Dutch died or were murdered, over 102,000 of them Jews; the accrued substantive damage was about 26 billion gulden.
1 The Second World War became a historisches Bezugsereignis as M. Rainer Lepsius has put it, a historical event of reference, not only for both nations and their self understanding, but also for their relationship.
2 The most important factor in Dutch-German coping with the past has been a clear distinction between German perpetrators and Dutch victims. The Dutch demanded, mostly unsuccessfully, recognition of what the Germans did during the occupation, as can be seen in the negotiations for the Ausgleichsvertrag, the peace treaty between the Federal Republic of Germany and the Netherlands that was finally ratified in 1963, the external and public debates about a pardon for arrested German war criminals that persisted until the 1980s, cultural clashes at Dutch-German football matches, or the results of the so called Clingendael survey in 1993, that showed a deep mistrust of Germans among Dutch youth. Christine Gundermann historical stereotypes, it is helpful to look at those civil encounters and ask for the meaning of the Second World War and practised memory in such contacts. In this chapter I explore a lieu de mémoire, a place of remembrance, as a microcosm of the Dutch-German relationship as well as its contested memories: the German war cemetery at Ysselsteyn in the community of Venray (province of Limburg).
Although Pierre Nora understood his concept of lieux de mémoire mainly as a site of national memory culture, places of remembrance are never completely absorbed by one nation. 4 On the contrary, the focus on the nation leads to a state-and elite-centred homogenization of multiple memory cultures. 5 The historical event itself is not the object of analysis, rather the interpretations of the event. Those interpretations become manifest in various forms of historiography as well as through memorials and, most importantly, in rituals referring to that event. The performed memories are the objects of analysis. Lieux de mémoire are referred to by those, who feel these memories as pertaining to them.
The war cemetery at Ysselsteyn serves as a transition point of Dutch as well as German memory of the Second World War, because here was inaugurated in 1946 the only German military cemetery in the Netherlands. The cemetery at Ysselsteyn became one of the most important German lieux de memoire of the Second World War on Dutch soil. Therefore, the community of Venray had to cope not only with the events of the bezetting, the Occupation: it had to face hosting a German war cemetery, a place of remembrance and honouring German soldiers killed during that very same occupation. Furthermore, the Volksbund für Kriegsgräberfürsorge (VDK), the German War Graves Commission, put on a youth programme associated with the cemetery, bringing German volunteers to the war graves and into contact with the local population.
The war narratives at that place of remembrance have been primarily shaped by local events of the war. These memories predominantly did not reflect the national memory culture of the 'small and innocent but brave country' that suffered under the German occupation but stood its ground. 6 The focus on local history has led to practised memories that can be described as transnational and that differ considerably from Dutch national memory culture. 7 The Dutch, the Germans and people from other countries mostly remembered the war here as a universal suffering, making no clear distinction between perpetrator and victim. The 'sacrifice', all nations had to make during the war became the leading narrative. The manifold secular and religious attempts at 'conciliation' clearly show that. This harmonious remembrance and conciliation, performed over a long period by both Dutch and German people, was
